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Plants are amazing! Plants swap carbon dioxide for oxygen and 
store carbon in their wood and leaves, so we now have carbon 
offsetting schemes to neutralise the fossil fuels we’re burning. 
But when it comes to their impact on our climate, it’s rather one 
sided just to focus on the carbon cycle.

Plants actually help cool the planet. Plants “transpire”; they 
draw water up through their roots and release it in droplets on 
their leaves. This water, or dew, then evaporates as the day 
warms up. A bit of physics now: to make a liquid turn to a gas 
requires energy, and this takes heat from the air, cooling the air 
temperature around the plants. We can feel how much cooler a 
woodland is to the beach on a sunny day, but also how much 
cooler grass is compared to concrete under foot. 

Transpiration also means that water vapour is released into the 
air, and if there are enough plants in an area they can influence 
the weather. The Amazon rainforest is a well-known example: 
the trees produce rain that cycles to keep the trees growing, 
and where the trees are removed we’re getting desertification. 
As white fluffy clouds reflect around 1/3 of the solar energy that 
hits our planet, a lack of transpiration is leading to less cloud-
cover and more sun getting in to warm our planet further.

Humans have removed so many plants from the surface of our 
planet over the last 10,000 years that the lack of plants and the 
increase of bare ground and deserts is causing warming on a 
massive scale which is affecting the weather and water 
systems. Pioneers like Allan & Roger Savory and Walter Jehne 
have some really interesting TED talks on YouTube if you’d like 
to discover more about how big restoration projects are 
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greening up previously desertified land. Roger Savory claims 
that we only need to green up 150,000 acres of desert for the 
plants to create their own rain. This seems like a lot but that’s 
only around 1/7th the area of Somerset, which on a world scale 
is tiny.

Plants do need a healthy soil to grow, but the rise of 
regenerative farming highlighted in the new documentary 
“Groundswell”, shows how farmers across the world can heal 
our soils, integrate trees into farmland and make more profit 
too. The fact money can be made by restoring land gives hope 
that we might be able to slow down our accelerating climate 
change to give us more time to draw down the excess carbon in 
our atmosphere. And if you are able to offset your personal 
carbon footprint by funding tree planting, the positive effect is 
more than simply locking in carbon. The “carbon market” is 
enabling some amazing ecosystem restoration projects and 
supporting sustainable farming across the world.
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